THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
of the most tragic and fatal events in European history
was the gradual ruin and expulsion of the peasantry
from the estates of the feudal lords and other great
landowners in almost all countries of Europe, a move-
ment which in some countries began earlier and in others
later.   In England it began in the sixteenth century.   It
was originally a purely economic measure;   the great
landowners  in  Spain,   England  and elsewhere found
sheep-breeding  more  lucrative  than  agriculture,  and
for this reason they expelled their tenants and depopulated
the country.   The poor people, being beggared, migrated
into the towns :  this was the origin of the modern pro-
letariat.    As many of them, finding no employment,
became tramps, the most pitiless and cruel laws were
made  against  them.     They  were   condemned  to  be
whipped, sometimes to be hanged, or were made the
serfs of any master who claimed them.    The persons
who framed these laws had certainly long forgotten the
circumstances which had been the origin of this nuisance ;
they probably believed they were  supporting public
morality by punishing people who were " loath to work "
and infested the country.   The cruelty of the penalties
was in accordance with the spirit of the period.   Nobody
has given a more heartrending description of these events
than Marx^ himself.1    The men who made these cruel
and stupid laws, were themselves unaware of the economic
character of this disastrous phenomenon ;  they had no
idea where this invasion of tramps came from;   but
then, this was decades later, whereas at the time of the
expulsion of the peasant families, the landowners knew
1 Cf. Marx, Capital\ vol. L ch. xxiv., " Primary Accumulation "; and
W. J. Ashley, An Introduction to English Economic History and Theory
(2nd ed. London, 1893), vol. ii. ch. iv., " The Agrarian Revolution ".
152